Behavior is crucial throughout global health interventions. The discipline of behavior change offers distinct expertise needed across 6 different domains of behavior. Such expertise is in short supply, however. We will not have effective and sustainable health systems, nor achieve our ambitious global health goals, without seriously addressing behavior change.
T he 2010 Global Burden of Disease (GBD) report makes strikingly clear the absolutely critical role of behavior to health. Despite the limitations of the GBD, it is remarkable that, for sub-Saharan Africa, for example, 15 of the top 20 health risk factors are predominantly behavioral, and the other 5 are highly influenced by behavior (Table) . 1 When we think about behavior, we tend to focus on predisposing individual, or ''lifestyle,'' behaviors with a strong relationship to health and disease. But behavior is crucial throughout health interventions. Indeed, the importance of behavior so permeates all of global health efforts-both preventive and curativethat interventions to influence behavior constitute an overlooked building block in health systems.
Below, I outline 6 domains of behavior and how each is important to our efforts to improve health. Although these domains often overlap, it is useful to consider each domain in turn because they are, to some extent, distinctive. And the principles and skill set of the behavior change discipline can be applied across them.
Freestanding, personal or lifestyle behaviors.
These behaviors, such as those contributing to the risk factors listed in the 10 In malaria care, providers' propensity to treat any fever as malaria is dysfunctional.
11
Many providers continue to treat non-bloody diarrhea with inappropriate antibiotics. 12 In family planning, many providers avoid IUDs, partly because they lack confidence in their skills and inserting IUDs is time-consuming. 13 Providers also manage their workloads partly by regulating who and how many clients they see. 13 And clinicians in general are ill-prepared and ill-disposed to most counseling, despite counseling's often pivotal role.
5. Pro-social and anti-social behavior. These are behaviors that influence the health of the community or society at large. They include a wide variety of positive behaviors, such as covering one's mouth when coughing, using latrines, vaccinating one's chickens against avian influenza, and installing traffic-calming devices such as speed bumps, but also negative ones, such as reckless driving, generating air pollution, and even terrorism. These behaviors could be grouped with the first category, the freestanding ones, but typically they require different appeals, transcending appeals to self-interest.
6. Policy and priority setting. To some extent, policy is influenced by the medical culture of physicians and other health professionals, who typically manage and influence health programming. A common resulting problem is the preference for curative and clinical services over key prevention interventions. Another is resistance to task shifting, such as provision of simple but vital drugs and contraceptives by community health workers. Similarly, public attitudes are important. Clearly, general concern about HIV has helped galvanize the effective response. In contrast, fatalism and acceptance of maternal mortality as a ''normal'' occurrence has impeded maternal health initiatives. 14 At the same time, although each domain has its own characteristics, behavior change is a distinct discipline with its own approaches and skill sets that apply across the domains. Briefly, its components include: We can apply this behavioral expertise across all 6 domains and promote synergy. But behavioral expertise is in precious short supply, especially in developing countries. We need to expand and strengthen that expertise in institutions and to foster competent behavior specialists, but also to increase the behavioral expertise of all health cadres.
APPLYING COMMON PRINCIPLES OF BEHAVIOR CHANGE ACROSS THE DOMAINS
Any health system worth its salt must address the missing building block of behavior change in a vigorous way. We cannot achieve our ambitious global health goals without it. -James D. Shelton, Editor-in-Chief
